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Abstract 

This study tested the association between romantic partners’ growth beliefs and their use of 

negative direct communication strategies, rather than negative indirect communication strategies, 

when discussing problems in their relationship. Because of the benefits associated with the use of 

direct strategies when discussing relationship problems (i.e., clarification of the problem, 

motivation to resolve problem), we predicted that spouses with growth beliefs would be more 

likely to use direct communication strategies during conflict discussions. Ultimately, we 

predicted that the use of direct communication strategies would result in higher relationship 

satisfaction for spouses with a growth mindset. These predictions were tested using a behavioral 

study of 120 couples, during which newlywed spouses reported their implicit theories about 

relationships and participated in conflict discussions. Moderated mediational analyses revealed 

that spouses with growth beliefs (compared to spouses with destiny beliefs) were not more likely 

to employ direct communication strategies during conflict discussions. Moreover, the use of 

direct strategies did not account for any differences in relationship satisfaction between partners 

with fixed and growth mindsets.   

Keywords: relationship maintenance, conflict behavior, communication strategies, marriage, 

problem-solving  
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Introduction 

Growth beliefs have been associated with numerous positive relationship outcomes. 

Partners with growth beliefs, as opposed to destiny beliefs, are more likely to have stable 

relationship satisfaction over time (Knee, 1998) and are less likely to leave conflicts unresolved 

(Knee et al., 2004). Though many of the benefits of growth beliefs have been well documented, 

there is little work demonstrating the differences between individuals with growth and destiny 

beliefs in behavioral contexts. One such context in which these differences are likely to manifest 

is partners’ discussions aimed at conflict resolution.  

One of the primary ways in which individuals with growth and destiny beliefs differ is in 

the way that they approach their relationships. Partners with growth beliefs typically think that 

relationships require work. They believe that they can sort through any problem that may arise in 

their relationship and come to a resolution that will ultimately benefit the relationship. On the 

other hand, partners with destiny beliefs tend to subscribe to the idea that partners are fated to be 

together, so when individuals find their one true love, the relationship should be easy to 

maintain. Any problems that arise may indicate that the relationship is not “meant to be.”  

Past research utilizing self-report data has shown that implicit theories can have 

implications for relationship outcomes (Knee & Bush, 2008), but to our knowledge no studies 

have determined whether these destiny and growth beliefs translate into differences in 

relationship behaviors. Given that individuals with growth beliefs subscribe to the idea that 

relationships can only survive through hard work, they should be more likely to engage in 

behaviors that effectively promote healthy relationships.  

Problem solving discussions provide an optimal opportunity to promote one’s 

relationship. Conflict is inevitable in long-term relationships, and the methods by which partners 
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cope during these challenging times can have lasting implications. Given that partners with 

growth beliefs are motivated to sustain their relationship through resolving incompatibilities, 

they may be more likely to employ effective methods of communication.  

One communication strategy that has been demonstrated to be effective in problem 

solving discussions is the utilization of direct statements. Couples who employ direct methods of 

communication when solving problems are more likely to experience positive relationship 

outcomes over time (McNulty & Russell, 2010; Overall, Fletcher, Simpson, & Sibley, 2009). 

Although direct communication behaviors such as blaming and prescription are often associated 

with increased negative affect initially, research shows that these same behaviors promote long-

term well-being in relationship partners. They do so by providing partners with a clear 

understanding of issues in their relationship and increasing motivation to solve those issues 

(cite?). Indirect strategies such as sarcasm and hostile questioning are also associated with 

negative affect initially, but because they do not serve to promote problem disclosure, they are 

not associated with the same long-term benefits as direct strategies (cite?). Indeed, Overall et al. 

(2009) found that immediately after problem-solving discussions, couples reported higher levels 

of stress regardless of whether they used direct or indirect strategies; but, over time, couples who 

used direct strategies reported more change in their partners in the targeted areas than those who 

used indirect strategies. Given that communication utilizing direct methods is more likely to 

facilitate changes in the relationship, growth-mindset individuals may be more likely to utilize 

these effective strategies compared to fixed-mindset individuals. 

The goal of the current research is to identify potential differences in communication 

behaviors among partners with destiny and growth beliefs, and to test the long-term implications 

of these differences. This research will help us better understand the role of fixed and growth 
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beliefs in couples’ daily lives, and may provide a better understanding of the influence of 

personal beliefs in conflict resolution. Given that direct methods of communication are more 

effective at promoting change and individuals with growth mindsets seek to evoke change more 

frequently, we predict that participants who have a growth mindset will use more direct methods 

of communication. In keeping with past research, we also predicted that both growth beliefs and 

direct methods of communication will result in more stable relationship satisfaction over time.  

Methods 

Participants 

 Participants were drawn from a broader study of 120 (1 lesbian) newlywed couples. 

Participants were recruited via (a) community newspapers and bridal shops in northern Florida, 

(b) letters sent to couples in the area that had recently applied for marriage licenses, and (c) 

Facebook advertising. Eligibility required that all participants (a) had been married for fewer 

than three months, (b) were at least eighteen years of age, and (c) spoke English (to ensure 

comprehension of questionnaires).  

Husbands were 31.82 (SD = 9.95) years of age and had completed 16.07 (SD = 2.34) 

years of education. Seventy-one percent were employed full time and 20% were full-time 

students. The mean income reported by these husbands was $29,768 (SD = $25,173) per year. 

Twenty-four percent of husbands had been married at least once before their current relationship. 

Wives were 29.69 (SD = 7.70) years of age and had completed 16.41 (SD = 2.40) years of 

education. Sixty-two percent were employed full time and 21% were full-time students. The 

mean income reported by wives was $30,021 (SD = $49,946) per year. Twenty-one percent of 

wives had been married at least once before their current relationship.  Seventy-nine percent of 
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husbands and 75% of wives self-identified as Caucasian. Twenty-five percent of couples had 

children. 

Procedure 

 After enrolling in the study, couples were scheduled to attend a laboratory session and 

emailed a link to Qualtrics.com, where they individually completed a measure of implicit 

relationship theories and three measures of relationship satisfaction before their laboratory 

session. During the laboratory session, couples were video recorded discussing problems in their 

relationship. Each partner chose one major and one minor problem to discuss, totaling four 

conversations per couple. Conversations were recorded for eight minutes before the discussion 

was terminated. Couples were compensated $100 for completing the surveys and session.  

Measures 

 Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was measured using the Quality 

Marriage Index (Norton, 1983). This scale required spouses to indicate their level of agreement 

with five items that describe the general quality of their marriage (e.g., “We have a good 

marriage”) using a 7-point scale (1 = very strong disagreement, 7 = very strong agreement), and 

one item assessing their overall marital quality using a 10-point scale (1 = very unhappy, 10 = 

perfectly happy). Items were summed and thus scores could range from 6 to 45; higher scores 

reflect higher marital satisfaction. Reliability was high (husbands’ g = .94, wives’ g = .90). 

Growth beliefs. To measure partners’ implicit theories of relationships, we used a 

shortened version of the Implicit Theories of Relationships Scale developed by Knee, Patrick and 

Lonsbarry (2003). This 8-item measure of growth and destiny beliefs uses a 7-point scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) to assess partners’ beliefs about relationships. The scale is 

divided into 4 growth items (e.g., “Challenges and obstacles in a relationship can make love even 
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stronger”) and 4 destiny items (e.g., “A successful relationship is mostly a matter of finding a 

compatible partner). Reliability of the growth items was acceptable (husbands’ g = .78, wives’ g 

= .77). 

Directness of communication. Each speaking turn from each spouse was coded. Coders 

first determined whether each speaking turn was relevant to the current discussion or “off topic”. 

If relevant, each speaking turn was coded as integrative (i.e., serves to bring the couple together), 

or oppositional. When a speaking turn was considered oppositional, coders assigned either a 

direct or indirect code. There are three types of direct codes that could be assigned: (1) a blame 

code was assigned for any part of a speaking turn that directly criticized the partner for past, 

current, or future negative behaviors (e.g., “You never listen to me” or “This is your fault”), (2) a 

prescription code was assigned for speaking turns that directly instructed the partner to engage in 

behaviors to resolve the problem (e.g., “Don’t do that again”), and (3) a rejection code was 

assigned for speaking turns that directly insulted or pointed out personal flaws in the partner 

(e.g., “You’re so immature”), directly undermined the partner’s point of view (e.g., “I don’t care 

what you think”), or directly insulted someone very close to their partner (e.g., “Your mother is 

so overbearing”). Finally, speakers received indirect negative codes for speaking turns that 

indirectly blamed, commanded, or rejected the partner through presumptive attributions 

including hostile questions (e.g., “How am I supposed to feel?”), denying responsibility in the 

future (e.g., “I can’t stop”), hostile joking (e.g., mimicking their partner by changing their voice), 

and sarcasm (e.g., “Yeah, that’s a good idea”). Each speaking turn could potentially receive 

multiple codes, but a single phrase could receive only one code.  

In order to ensure reliability of coding, 15% of the videos were double-coded. Reliability 

of coders’ ratings of direct negative speaking turns was high (ICC = .85; F(114, 114) = 6.59, p 
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< .001). Reliability of coders’ ratings of indirect negative speaking turns was also high (ICC 

= .81; F(114, 114) = 6.30, p < .001). When videos were rated by multiple coders, one video was 

randomly selected to be included in the final analyses.  

We first created a proportion of the negative speaking turns strategies over the total 

number of speaking turns in order to separate the couples who used oppositional strategies from 

those who did not. Given that we were only interested in spouses’ tendency to employ direct 

communication strategies, we then created a proportion of direct negative communication 

behaviors out of the proportion we created in the first step to determine how often individuals 

were using direct over indirect communication.  

Results 

Means and correlations among variables are included in Table 1. As shown, the 

newlywed spouses in our sample were quite satisfied and reported high levels of growth mindset 

on average. Notably, relationship satisfaction and the use of both indirect and direct oppositional 

communication strategies were significantly negatively correlated, suggesting that satisfied 

spouses were less likely to utilize oppositional strategies. Finally, the association between direct 

and indirect oppositional strategies was also significant, suggesting that spouses who used one 

oppositional strategy frequently used both strategies.  

We tested our hypothesis that people with a growth mindset use more direct oppositional 

behaviors than indirect oppositional behaviors thereby contributing to their higher levels of 

relationship satisfaction using moderated mediation. This model was used in order to account for 

direct communication being dependent upon using oppositional communication. In the first step, 

we tested the direct effects of growth beliefs on relationship satisfaction. The analysis revealed a 

non-significant association (B = -0.06, SE = 0.29, t(226) = -0.20, p = .84). Next, we regressed the 
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dummy code of negative behavior, and the interaction between growth beliefs and negative 

behavior, onto the proportion of direct communication strategies over the total number of 

negative strategies (B = -0.02, SE = 0.02, t(192) = -0.81, p = .42). In the second step, we 

regressed the proportion of negative direct communication strategies over all negative 

communication strategies, onto relationship satisfaction, controlling for growth beliefs, the use of 

negative communication strategies, and the interaction between growth beliefs and the use of 

negative direct communication strategies (B = 1.02, SE = 1.09, t(191) = 0.94, p = .35). We then 

used RMediation (Tofighi & MacKinnon, 2011) to examine whether growth beliefs were 

indirectly associated with relationship satisfaction through direct communication strategies. The 

indirect effect estimate was not significant (b = -0.02, SE = 0.04, CI [-0.11, 0.04], suggesting that 

there was no indirect association between growth beliefs and relationship satisfaction through the 

use of direct communication strategies.  

Table 1. Means and Correlations Among Variables  

Variable  M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Quality of Marriage Index (QMI)  42.23 4.34   -.01 -.32** -.40**  

2. Growth Mindset   22.93 3.93   .06 .04  

3. Direct Communication Strategies  0.05 0.06    .59**  

4. Indirect Communication Strategies  0.03 0.03    

Note. N = 228. 
*p < .05. **p < .01 
 

Discussion 

Given that spouses with implicit growth theories of relationships are motivated to resolve 

problems in their relationships, we hypothesized that growth beliefs would predict the use of 

direct communication strategies ultimately resulting in increased levels of relationship 
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satisfaction. However, our results did not provide support for our predictions, suggesting that the 

association between growth mindset and relationship satisfaction found in previous research is 

not mediated by the use of direct communication strategies.  

There are some limitations of our study that may partially explain our failure to 

demonstrate the hypothesized effect. First, because we were primarily interested in the use of 

oppositional strategies, our analyses neglected couples who communicate in integrative ways. 

Future research should examine the possible association between spouses with growth beliefs 

and using more positive, integrative methods of communication rather than oppositional 

strategies. Furthermore, I predict spouses with growth mindset may be better at calibrating their 

communication strategies according to their relationship needs. Specifically, when experiencing 

severe problems, growth mindset spouses may strategically employ direct oppositional strategies 

in an effort to solve their problems, but when they are experiencing few, or minor, relationship 

issues, they may employ more integrative strategies. Future studies should examine the role of 

problem severity in growth mindset individuals’ communication strategies.  

While conducting this experiment, I developed many new directions for future research. 

Specifically, I am personally interested in how the data would change had we had more 

participants on the far ends of the growth/destiny spectrum since most of the participants in this 

study leaned moderately toward growth beliefs. Based on the findings that people with higher 

relationship satisfaction tended to use less oppositional communication strategies, I also predict 

we may see that people with a growth mindset may be more likely to use integrative 

communication strategies. Additionally, I am interested in looking at how a couple’s relationship 

satisfaction is affected by spouses differing in their mindsets as opposed to being like-minded in 

their approach to relationships. I predict that although indirect communication strategies are 
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traditionally found to be worse for relationships, I argue that the couple dynamic may be more 

important, and that having the same beliefs as your partner would lead to higher relationship 

satisfaction. This prediction draws upon the results of this experiment by offering insight to why 

we did not see significant results in individuals, but we may see different results had we looked 

at the data in terms of couples.  

Despite these shortcomings, there were also strengths of this study that lend confidence to 

our findings. For example, this study employed observations of real communication behaviors in 

the context of real relationships. Furthermore, the reliability of coders’ ratings of communication 

behaviors were quite strong.  

Conclusion 

Ultimately, our test of the mediating role of direct oppositional communication strategies 

for the relationship satisfaction of spouses with growth beliefs did not yield significant findings. 

However, we gained new insight into the associations between implicit growth beliefs, spouses’ 

communication behaviors, and relationship satisfaction and have identified potential 

shortcomings of our study that may be addressed in the future in order to uncover more 

information about the ways in which individuals with growth beliefs communicate in their 

relationships.   
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